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Ah teachefs Would hke to have more time to commumcate

with their students, to learn about their backgrounds; interests

and needs The neexi o wmmumcate is mtensnﬁed with studcms

thcy brmg to school a dnfferent language and cultural

background. They may also be non-literate in thcxr native

language, have had little or no schooling in their own countries;

and possibly have suffcred considerable trauma as they left their

country to come to the United States. If they are new arrivals to

the United States, they are adjus:ing to an entirely new way of

life as they leam the language and begin to function in school.

It is with these students that communication; on a one-to-one

basis, is crucial--not only to help them adjust, but to help the

teacher understand them and address their special needs.

Many teachers of such students--both in the mainstream and

ESL classroom--have found "dialogue journals," interaciive

writing on an individual basis; to be a crucial part of their

teachng Dnaloguc journals not only open a channel of

communication not previously possible, but they also provide a

context for languagc and writing development. Students have

the opportunity to use Enghsln in a non-threatening mosphcw,

in interaction wnth a proficient English speakcr Because the

mteractlon is wntten, it allows studcms to use reading and

writing in purposeful ways and provides a natural, comfortable

bridge to other kinds of writing that are doiie in school.

What Is A Dialogue Journal?

A dnalogue Joumal lS a Wntten conversation in which a
student and teacher communicats regularly--daily, if possible, or
at least two or three times a Week--over a period of one semester
or an entire school year. Students may write as much as they
choose on any wpic and the tzacher writes back regularly to each
student (each time they write, if poss:ble)--ofwn respondmg to
the student's topics, but also introducing new topics; making
comments and offering observauons and opinions; requesting and
giving clanﬁcauon, askmg quesuons and answering student
questions. The teacher’s rolc is as a participant with the student
in an ongoing, written conversation, rather than as an evaluator
who corrects or comments on the writing.

The following examples, excerpted from the dialogue journal
entries of two sixth graders from El Salvador and the Philippines

5

April, 1987

in 2 mainstream class of LEP students; iliustrate the nature of
the writing:
March 17

Claudia: The new teacher or helper in our class is very
good 1 like her; don’ tyou like her? Today she helped me and
us a lot: But Tony didn't want help. Why doesn’t Tony want us

10 help him?
1 will try & bring my lunch every dizy ﬁ'om fiow on because
the turkey stew & other lunches put me sick. I hate them.

When 1 am very hungry I have to ea! them but when I get to my
house my stomach huris & I am sick for 3 days. Can't the

teachers protest or say something about the food that they give
here?

What do you feed chickens here? We have a Hen that Iﬁ&'d an
388

Teacher The ium:hes are not ‘that bad' I've eaten. them

usually what 1 do; too. You have such good food at home that

nothing served here could taste so good! "

Tony is embarrassed. He wants help, but he does not want

anyone to know that he needs it. Offer to help him and if he

says “no” then leave him alone.

Chickens will eat scraps of bread; wheat; seeds water and

some insects.

Claudia: bur the hen has wat it looks like worms, do you

know how fo get the hen of her stomach sickness or is it usual

for her to be like that because she is laying eggs and she could

even lay 30 eggs so 1 do not know if it is usual or if it is a

sickness of her:

oh poor hen she cooks & cooks when 1 say pretty hen in a

low low voice & she looks like she is used to children because

she is cook & cooking when 1 say pretty things; oh she's so
nice.
Teacher: I've never heard of a hen having worms--but it is

possible. Go to a pet shop or to a veterinarian and ask them:

Who gave you the hen? Maybe they will know.

We say that a hen clucks. 1t is a pleasant little sound as

though they are happy. They cackle when they lay an egg! That

is usually loud! Does your hen cackle?

. 1 think hens like having people or other hens around, don't
you?

Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL)

1118 22nd Street; NW _
Wachinoton: THY 20037
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They re weuzd becaiise I usually see them with their skin; bones.,
and hair and with their eyes or eyeballs. Where did you get all of
those bones? Did you got themjrom the desseris? I feel sorry
for the turtles or the animals that lived in the deserts and got run.
over by those cruel men and women..I like and loved tamed
animals. L I . o

_ Teacher: Yes, I've collected the bones, and m:’ children, as
they've grown up, have found and brought me bones because
they know I like to use them in teaching. Have you looked at
ifié iééih’ Sdiﬁé L‘bﬁi& to a sharp ﬁofiii Ziiid Sbiﬁé 6?'@ Véi’j'ﬂdi

,,,,,,,,,

unicaten the sun and wind and rain clean and dry thém out. So
miany of those animals may have died a natiral death.

_ Through dialogue joiirnals, stiidents write abotit topics that are
important to them as they occur in their lives; and eéxplore them
in the written genre that is appropriate. They are not constrained
by teacher- or_curricu'um-established topics or by a pre-set
schedul= of tovics and genres that must be covered in sequence.
Sometimes their concerns and interests are personal, as in
Claudia's complaint about the food at school. Likewise, journal
entries may relate to material covered in schiool, as in Ben's
entry. At other tifies, activities and initerests at home generate
the opportunity for leaming in the joumal, as occurred throi'gh
Claudia’ s discussion of her chnckcns Students may write
descnpuons, explanauons, namﬂves, complalnts or arguments

dictate. Entries may be as brief as a few seiitences, or they may

extend for several pages. Topics may be introduced briefly and

dropped, or discussed and elaborated on by teacher and student

together for several days

Because the teacher is attemptmg above all to commumcate

with the student, his or her writing is roughly tened to the

studcnt S languagc prof‘ cnency level. Justas they leamn over time

10 adjust to each student's level of understarding in speech,

teachers can easily become competent at varying their language

in a dialogue journal to individual students to ensure

comprehension (Kreeft, Shuy, Staton, Reed and I forroy, 1984).

For example, in the exchange below from the dialogue journal of

a student in the early stages of learning English, the teacher uses

relauvely s1n)plc syntax and words the student knows or has used

in her entry. The same teacher's entry to Ben, above, is

linguistically much more complex.

Laura: Today 1 am so happy because yesterday my father sad

he was going to by a new washengmashin fwashing machine]

then yesterday he came with a new car a beg new car is a Honda

and she has the radio. Leticia like to talk abowt me yesterday

she sad every thing abowt my diat 1o the boy I danth like that.

Teacier: How nice! A new car! What color is it? Did you

take a ride in the new car?

I'm sure Leticia did not think when she told the boys about

your diet! She is so thin she dves not r 2ed to think about a diet

50 she does not understand how you feei. Tell her!

An e&enum chamcterisuc of dxalogue Jbumal wmmg is the
lack of ovent error correction. The teacher has SufﬁClEnt
opportunities to correct ErTors on mher assngnmems, thus, the
dialogue Joumal is one place Where students may write freely,
without focusing on form. The teacher's response ;n the journal
serves instead as a model of correct English usage in the context
of Lhe dlalogue The teacher ‘can, however, take note of error

patterns fourd in the journals and use them as the basis for later

lessons in class: Sometimes the same structures that the student

has attempted to use arc modeled by the teacher and more details

added, as in this example:

Michael: today morning you said this is my lovely friends
right? She told me about book story name is "the lady first in
the air.” She tell me this lady was first in the air, and she is
ﬂymg in lhe Pzzcy"‘ ¢ ocean, and she tose um!may_ﬁnd_ham

. Did
she know everything of book?

Teacher: My lovely friend Mrs: P reads a lot. She has read
the book aboul Amzhnﬁazhan Itisa good story and it lS a true

This example very clearly demonstrates teacher modeling. In
most cases, such direct modeling of particular structures and
vocabulary is neither possible nor desirable, for the journais
would become stilted and unnatural: More often; modeling takes
the form of correct English usage by the teacher, stated roughly

at the studcnts level of ablhty, and rclated to soincthmg the

cited above.

_What Are The Benefits to Students and
Teachers?

‘Many teachers; from early elementary grades through adulit
education; use dialogue journals to extend contact time with
their students and to get to know them in a way that may not be
possible otherwise. Through the medium of the journals; they
may discuss the student's native culture and language; problems
in adjusting to the new culture and to school rules and
procedures; and personal and academic interests: This
information not only builds strong personal ties, but also gives
students individualized access to a competent, adult member of
the new_language and culture. Through this relationship the
studcnt has the opportumty to rcflect On ncw expenences and
prgblcms and mpottant choices (Staton. 1944b).

There are also benefits related to the management of a
classroom with students of varying language and abnhty levels:
All students; no maiter what their languagc proficiency level,
can participate in the activity to some extent. In classes
composed of students with a range of ability levels, or into
which stdents newly-arrived from other countries are enroiled
throughout the school year; dialogue Joumals afford the

immediate opporturity of participation in an important class



activity. Since students' dialogue journal entries give continual
feedback about what they understand in class as well as their
language progress; the teacher receives information that leads to
individualized instruction for each student; beginning through
advanced.

. Another maJor benefit has been observed in the areas of
language acquisition and writing development. Dialogue journal
interactions provide optimal conditions for language acquisition,
both oral and written (Kreeft;, 1984a, 1986; Staion, 1984a). For
example; they focus on meaning rather than on form, and on real
topics and issues of interest to the learner. The teacher's written
language serves as input that is modified to; but slightly beyond,
the learner's proficiency level; thus; the teacher's entries provide
reading texis that may be even more complex and advanced than
the student's assigned texts (Staton; 1986), biuit which are
comprehensible because they relate to what the student has
written. Beyond the modeling of language form and structure,
the teacher's writing also provides continual exposiire to the
thought; style and manner of expression of a proficient English
writer. As students continuve to write, and read the teacher's
writing; they develop confidence in their own ability to express
themselves in writing. Teachers using dialogue journals report
that their students’ writing becomes more fluent; interesting, and
correct over time, and that writing ability deveioped in dialogue
journals transfers to other in-class writing as well (Hayes and
Bahnith, 1985; Hayes, Bahruth and Kessler, 1986).

How Much Time Is Involved?

The single drawbcck of dialogue journals is the considerable
teacher tinie required to read and respond to student entiies.
However, those teachers who have been suiccessfiil with dialogue
journals report that the time is well speiit, for the kitowledge
they gain about stiidents’ ifiterests and problenis and the feedback
thiey receive abotit the activities and lessons of the day seive as
the basis for futire planning. They have also found ways to
make the process moie manageable. For eximple, teachiers with
many classes and students (especially at the secondary level),
sometifiies choose to keep jouirnals with only one or two
classes, or have studerits write two or three times per week,
rather than daily.

€Can Dialogue Journals Be Used with All
Students?

Yes. Dialogue journals were first used successfully with sixth
grade students, both native and nonnative English Speakers
(Kreeft, et al., 1984; Staton, 1980; Staton, Shiy, Kresft Peyton,
and Rase’d 1987) They are now being used Wiﬂi ESL Students;
Meloni, Harmatz, Kreeft and Batterman, 1983), with adult ESL
students who are non- or semi-literate in their pative ianguages
(Hester, 1986); with migrant children and youths (Davis; 1983:
Hayes and Bahruth, 1985; Hayes et al.,, 1986); with
hearing-impaired children (Bailes, Searls, Slobodzian and Staton,
1986) and adults (Walworth, 1985); and with mentally

handicapped teenagers and adults (Farley, 1986; Kreeft Peyton
and Steinberg, 1985).

With nion-litcrate students, there should be fio initial pressure
to write. Students can begin by drawing pictures, with the
teacher drawing pictiires ini reply and pethaps wiiting a few words
underneath or labeling the pictures. The move to letters and
words cari be made when students feel ready. At beginning
levels, the ifteraction may be more valuable as a reading event,
with more emphasis placed on reading the teacher's entry than on
writing one. In classes where native language literacy is the
focus, it is possible to conduct the dialogue joumal interaction
in the students’ native language. The move to English can occur
in line with course objectives or student readiness.

Dialogue journals need not be limited to language arts or ESL
classes. In content classes--science, social studies, literatiire, and
even math--they encourage reflection on and processing Of
coricepts presented in class and in readings (Atwell, 1984), and
because they bridge the gap between spoket and written
language, they can be a way to promote abilities needed for
coimpositioni (Kreeft, 1984b; Shuy, 1987).

How Do You Get Started?

® Each student should have a bound and easily portable

notebook, used only for this purpose. Paperbound composition
books that are large enough to allow sufficient writing and small
enough for the teacher to carry home after class are best. A
student may fill several notebooks during a term. _
. ®_ The writing must be done regularly; but the frequency can
be flexible, depending on the number of students in a class; the
length of the class, the teacher's schedule, and the needs of the
teacher and students.

® Most teachers prefer to glvc their students time to write
dun’ng’thc class session. This time may be scheduled at the
beginning of a class as a warm-up; at the end as a- wind-down, or
béfdi-’c or éﬂbi' a bi'eék asa ﬁéhéitibﬁ tiiiié LikéWiSé, the iéhéliéi'
entries. Ten or fifteen minutes is usu,ally adequatc to read the
teacher’s entry and write a new one. Teachers usually respond
outside class time. _

o In the beginning stages, it ‘seems desirable to set a.
minimum amount that students must write each time (such as
three sentences); but the amount of writing beyond that should
be up to each student. Students should understand; however; that
long; polished pieces are not required.

® When introducing the idea of dialogue journals, the teacher

should inform students that they will be participating in a

contmumg. private; written conversation; that they may write on
any topic; and that the teacher will write back each time without

correcting errors. The mechanics of when they will write, when

the journals will be turned in; when they will be retﬁé& etc:;

should be explained. When students are unable to think of
something to write, the teaciier might suggest one or t*o
possible topics: It is important that everyone has something to

writc and that they feel comfortable with it.

5]



_ @ It is iniportant that the teacher enter into the journal
interaction as a good conversationalist and an interesting writer;
and expect students to do the same. The goal is to be responsive
to student topics and ask questions about them at times; but also
to introduce topics and write about oneself and one's own
interests and concerns. Teacher entries that simply echo what
the student wrote or that ask a Iot of questions {typical "teacher
talk") can stifle rather than promote interaction.

© Finally, the teacher should relax and enjoy the wrmng' For
many teachers readmg and wrmng m dlalogue joumals 1s the

work to find out abot the peoplefw;th :)vhom they are spendmg
the semester or year, and to think about where their work
together is taking them.

Resources

Dzafogwe. a newsletter about dxalogue journal research and

practice,; is available from the Center for Language Education and

Research (CLEAR), Center for Applied Linguistics, 1118 22nd

Street, N.W., Washington, DC 20037. Cost per year of a

sixbscnptmn to Dialogue is $6 for 3 issues: A volume of back

issues; which contains newsletters from the past four years, a

history of dialogue journals; a publications list; and abstracts of

dissertations written about dialogue journals, is also available

from CLEAR for 37. [Checks should be made payable to

‘Handbook Press:]

The oniy teacher handbook available to date is It’s Your Turn

Now: A Handbook for Teachers of Deaf Studenis, by Cindy

Bailes; Susan Searls, Jean Slobodzian and Jara Staton (1986):

Write the Gatlaudet Pre-College Outreach Program, Washington,
D€ 20002 for a copy.

A handbook for teachers of limited-English-proficient students
will soon be available from CEEAR:
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